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Zoning

ÅWhat is it good for?

ÅHow does it work?

ÅWhat can you do with it?
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Land Use Regulation
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Included Not included

Type of use (residential, commercial)Land ownership, tenancy

Size and scale of buildings Business operations

Intensityof use Construction methods, materials

Siteor building development 
characteristics

Matters subject to other state or 
federal regulation (e.g., building 
codes, licensing, taxation)



The Laws of Land Use
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ÅDifferent states, different zoning laws
(Massachusetts: M.G.L. Chapter 40A)

ÅRegulations can serve the public interest while allowing reasonable 
use of private property

Zoning only sets the rules, property owners decide what to do



Zoning and Planning
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What are we thinking about?

ÅCity planning goals (housing, sustainability, economy)

ÅImpacts on existing uses of land

ÅInterests of residents, businesses, property owners, others



Not Everything is Zoning!
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ÅBuilding code

ÅSanitary code

ÅStormwaterregulations

ÅWetlands permitting

ÅBusiness licensing

ÅHistoric protection



Zoning: How does it work?
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Non-Conformance
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ÅExisting use or building may be 
maintained as it was lawfully permitted

ÅZoning applies to a change of use, 
alteration of a building or site

ÅCannot increase an existing
non-conformity or introduce a new 
non-conformity



Zoning Districts
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ÅEvery part of the 
city is in a district

ÅDistricts defined 
by their land use 
character ςuse, 
scale, intensity

ÅRange from more 
restrictive to 
more permissive

ÅRules are uniform 
across a district



Development Controls
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Use type and intensity:  height, density (floor area, housing)

Development standards:  open space, setbacks, parking



Special Permits and Variances
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SpecialPermit Variance

Subject to legal appeal Subject to legal appeal

Requires public hearing, notification, 
decision

Requires public hearing, notification, 
decision

Allowed by Zoning Ordinance Not allowed by Zoning Ordinance

Normally granted if zoning 
requirements are met, exceptif not 
found to be in the public interest due 
to unique circumstances of the site

Normally not granted unlessthere is 
a hardship that justifies special 
consideration due to unique 
circumstances of the site



Zoning: What can you do with it?
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Zoning:  What can you do with it?

1. Rezone

2. Modify development standards
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How to Apply Development Standards

ÅBy Zoning District

ÅCitywide

ÅCreate Overlay Districts
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Development Standards:  By Zoning District
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ά.ŀǎŜƭƛƴŜέ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 
to zoning

Each district has its 
own unique set of 
standards



Development Standards:  By Zoning District
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Benefits Drawbacks

Tailored to the land usecharacter of 
the district (height, scale, density)

Might not be consistent throughout 
the city

Uniformityacross a district Current district boundaries might 
not beideal for a particular standard



Development Standards:  Citywide
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άhǾŜǊƭŀȅέ Ґ ǊǳƭŜǎ 
that modify base 
zoning

Often applied to 
particular type of 
use or project



Development Standards:  Citywide

Cambridge Community Development Department February 27, 2019 19

Benefits Drawbacks

Consistent application of a citywide 
standard

Can create widespreadnon-
conformity issues

Uniformityacross multiple zoning 
districts

Must be compatible withunderlying 
district regulations



Development Standards:  By Overlay District
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Modify base 
zoning in a 
specific area
New boundaries 
established for a 
particular use or 
purpose (e.g., 
institutional 
districts)


